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One-quarter of Wisconsin’s land
area lies within the Lake Michigan
watershed.

About 40 percent of Wisconsin’s
population lives in the Lake
Michigan watershed.

Lake Michigan is one of the five
Great Lakes, which include Lake
Superior, Lake Huron, Lake Erie
and Lake Ontario.

Lake Michigan has a surface area
of 22,300 square miles and a
volume of 1,180 cubic miles.
It has the third largest surface
area after Lake Superior and Lake
Huron, and the second largest
volume after Lake Superior.

Lake Michigan is the largest
freshwater lake wholly within 
the U.S. and the 5th largest lake 
in the world.

Lake Michigan has 1,638 miles of
shoreline including all the islands
– a distance comparable to
driving from Green Bay to 
Miami, Florida.

Lake Michigan is home to the
nation’s third-largest population
center – Chicago.

Lake Michigan provides drinking
water for over 10 million people.

Lake Michigan – A “Working Lake”
While beautiful to look at and fun to swim
in, Lake Michigan is also a “working lake.”
We use its water for manufacturing, for
cooling as part of energy production, for
shipping, and for recreation. It’s a critical
part of Wisconsin’s economy. The lake
serves as a wet highway extending to
Europe and the Far East, with major
shipping ports in Green Bay, Milwaukee and

Duluth-Superior. Whether it is paper produced in the Fox Valley or mining
shovels made in Milwaukee, the availability of water and a cheap, easy way
to transport goods brought many industries to Wisconsin. Lake Michigan
cities also benefit from charter fishing, recreational boating and marina
activity. All these uses have placed stress on the lake. We need to use Lake
Michigan, but we need to do so in a way that prevents pollution and
restores and protects water quality and habitat.

Lake Michigan’s “Areas of Concern” 
“Areas of Concern” are places that
need special attention because of
their history of industrial pollution.
These areas are often contaminated
with chemicals such as polychlorinat-
ed biphenyls (PCBs) and heavy metals
or an excess of nutrients. Nutrients
(fertilizer, animal waste) and other
pollutants from cities and farmlands
are carried into the lake by rain and melting snow. This type of runoff is
called non-point source pollution. Of the 43 “Areas of Concern” in the Great
Lakes, ten are on Lake Michigan and four of these are in Wisconsin. They
include the Menominee River, the Fox River/Lower Green Bay, the
Sheboygan River, and the Milwaukee River Estuary. All of these areas have
projects underway to address the pollution – but cleanup is expensive and
time consuming, reminding us that prevention is critical.

Giving the Lake a Helping Hand –
Lake Michigan Restoration
There are a number of projects underway to help improve water quality,
habitat, and the food web of Lake Michigan. Just a few of the many suc-
cessful projects include:

• Fish rearing stations that use water from the Milwaukee and Manitowoc
Rivers to raise sturgeon to help the Lake Michigan sturgeon population
recover. Through this process the sturgeon are able to recognize these
river waters and therefore have a better chance to return to these rivers
to spawn than if they were raised in hatcheries. When the fish are
released they become part of the Lake Michigan sturgeon population.

• Contaminated sediment being removed in the Fox and Sheboygan River,
including the removal of more than 650,000 cubic yards (the equivalent
of more than 40,000 dump
truck loads) of PCB-contami-
nated sediment since 2000.
This is improving water qual-
ity and lowering contami-
nant levels in fish.

• Removal of the Milwaukee River’s North Avenue Dam has opened up 30
miles of river to salmon spawning from Lake Michigan. In addition, 32
acres of stream bank and wetlands were restored adding wildlife habi-
tat. Two years after the dam removal and habitat improvement the num-
ber of fish species in the river grew from six fish species to 30 species.

Threats to Lake Michigan
Invasive species, polluted runoff from
city stormwater and farm fields, and
changes to stream bank habitat are just
some of the threats to Lake Michigan.
The “big pond” is now home to over 186
invasive aquatic species, including zebra
mussels, quagga mussels, round gobies,
sea lamprey, and phragmites. These

invaders steal habitat and food from native plants and animals. Human use
of Lake Michigan can also harm water quality and aquatic ecosystems.
Closed beaches from bacteria contamination, piles of stinky nuisance algae
on the beach, less habitat for native birds, fish, animals and plants, and dis-
rupted food webs are the result of these changes to the ecosystem. We
need to work together to address and prevent these hazards.

Fluctuating Lake Levels
Lake levels are determined by precipitation and air temperatures. Higher air
temperatures increase evaporation, and winter ice cover reduces evapora-
tion, so hotter weather and less winter ice lowers water levels. For almost
a decade, Lake Michigan water levels have been below the long term aver-
age, with early 2008 levels
measuring about two
feet below the long
term average. Low lake
levels impact shipping,
recreational boating, beaches,
fishing, and aquatic habitat. A
new study that Wisconsin DNR is
actively participating in is under
way to understand the relationship
between water flows out of Lake
Superior and the impact on Lake
Michigan water levels.

What can YOU do?
4 Keep rainfall on your property, install rain barrels

and rain gardens (http://dnr.wi.gov/runoff/rg/)

4 Conserve water around your house and property
(http://dnr.wi.gov/org/water/dwg/gw/pubs/bhgw.pdf)

4 Limit use of fertilizer

4 Plant buffers (native plants are best) along
shorelines and river banks
(http://dnr.wi.gov/org/water/wm/education/prevent.html)

4 Maintain your septic system if you have one
(http://www.uwex.edu/ces/cty/monroe/cnred/documents/B35
83-SepticSystemMaintenance.pdf)

4 Properly dispose of household chemicals and
prescription drugs at Clean Sweep Programs,
don’t flush them down the toilet or sink drain
(http://dnr.wi.gov/org/aw/wm/pharm/pharm.htm)

4 Inspect boat/trailer for invasive species, remove
and dispose of aquatic plants and animals, drain
water and don’t move live fish or water from one
water body to the next
(http://dnr.wi.gov/invasives/action_water.htm)

4 Reduce your energy use and contribution to
climate change
(http://www.epa.gov/climatechange/kids/difference.html)

4 Participate in a local watershed organization 
or stakeholders group that focuses on Lake
Michigan restoration
(http://basineducation.uwex.edu/)

Learn more about the Great Lakes, the Lake
Michigan watershed and the species that call it
home by visiting,

• EEK! Wisconsin DNR’s Environmental Education
web site for kids – http://dnr.wi.gov/eek/

• Wisconsin DNR’s Office of the Great Lakes –
http://dnr.wi.gov/org/water/greatlakes/
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